Identification of the Black-headed Snakes (Denisonia)
within Victoria

A

The elapid snake genus Denisonia
(sensu Boulenger, 1896)  contains
over twenty Australian species, includ-
ing o number which bear a strong
superficial resemblance in that they
are relatively small (seldom exceed-
mg 700 mm), have light brown
hodies, and bluck heads. For this
reason these species are often con-
fused. However, there is no doubt
that the similarities of some are due
o convergent evolution, und that the
group is polyphyletic.

This article dhscusses the Victorian
species of black-headed snakes belong-
ing to the genus Denisonia, and con-
servative taxonomie L'OHClllhiUl'l.\ are
made in an attempt to aid the identi-
fication  of the species and help
resolve some of the confusion sur-
rounding them. It is recognised, how-
ever, that an Australia-wide revision
is necessary before final taxonomic
conclusions can be made. 1t should
be pointed out thal juvenile speci-
mens of the Brown Snakes, Demansia
rextiliy and Demunsia nuchalis, which
also have light brown bodies and
black heads oceur throughout Vie-
toria. These can be separated very
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casily from the species under diseqs.
sion, i that Demansia has divided
anal and subcaudal scales, while The
black-headed Denisonta species haye
single anal and subcaudals.

Rawlinson  (1971)  pubhshed
checklist ol the reptiles known o
have been collected in Vietoria. This
list meludes five species of - black-
headed Densona, viz, D. brevicauds
Mitchell, 1951, D, flagellim (MeCoy,
IR78), D. gouldii (Gray, 1841), D
sigrostriate (Kreflt, 1869), and D
suta (Peters, 1863).

Recent sorting and  checking of
specimens in the National Museum of
Victoria revealed that the Victorim
shikes  previously identified as D,
brevicauda and  D. nigrostriata are
conspecific  (referable to D, hrevi-
canda) and that Victorian specimens
referred to D, gouldii belong o D
dwyeri. Thus it appears that there
are only four species of black-headed
snakes of the genus Denisonia in Vic-
toria, and these are D, brevicawds
Mitchell, 1951, D. flagellum (MeCoy,
I878). D. dwyeri Worrell, 1956, and
D, suta (Peters, 1863).

Key To Tue Seicirs Founn IN VICTORIA

1. Black head patch divided
Black head patch undivided
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2. Scales in 19 rows
Scales in 15 rows
3. Dark vertebral stripe present
Dark vertebral stripe absent
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penisonia flagellum (McCoy, 1878)
fitle Whip Snake

I'his is readily distinguished from
othor Victorian species by the head
paltern, which has two distinet dark
patehes, I'he first of these begins on
the rostral seale, and extends back
onto the nasals and internasals, while
the second extends from the anterior
sarder of the frontal, back over the
wntire head and pupe for some six
ar seven vertebrals, This leaves a pale
sund across the snout in the region
of the prefrontals, which immediately
wparales this species from any other
alack-headed  Victorian — Dentsonia
Aihough listed in the literature as
faving 17 scale rows, len of the
wyenty specimens counted had only
15 rows at mid-body.
Distribution: The Museum has speci-
mens froni the Eyre Peninsula, S.A.,
(hrough southern Victoria to the Mel-
bourne area, and then northwards, on
ihe western side of the Great Divid-
ing Range to the A.CT

Denjsonia (Peters. 1863) Curl
Snake

lhis species can be idenlified by
noth scalation and colour. It always
has 19 scale rows at mid-body (15-
17 in the ather species under discus-
son), and its head colouring is dis-
tinet in that the pre- and post-oculars
we pale, and separated from the
upper lahials which are also pale, by
o dark Tateral stripe which extends on
ench side from the temporals forward,
th meet on the rostral. In older speci-
mens the black hood on the head
lends o fude, although the lateral
head siripe remaiis prominent,
Disteihution: Confined {o the north-
centrul and  north-west within Vie
ory, and extending into South Aus
tralin. Narthern Terntory, south-west
Queensland and New South Wales,

suta

November, 1971

Denisonia dwyeri (Waorrell, 1951)
Dwyer's Snake

This speeies has heen confused with
Gould's Snuke, 0. gouldii which is
confined to Western  Australia, [t
differs from 0. gouldii in cither luck-
ing, or having a much paler reticu-
lated pattern over the body, having
a flutter head, and a shorter. heavier
body. The black head patch covers
the entire head, except for the pre-
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veular, upper labial and rostral scales,
which are a creamy colour, The head
pateh extends back for 4-6 vertebral
seale rows behind the parictals. In
one specimen examined (here 18
famt sigh of u vertebral stripe, which
is less prominent than found on 12
hrevicauda, Like D. brevicauda, this
species has 15 scule rows at mid-
body.
Distribution. Within Victoria, south-
wards (rom the Murray River through
the central regions and the western
foothills of the Great Dividing Range
1o the Seymour district, The Museum
has  one carly specimen  lubelled
“Frankston”, but some doubt exists
as 10 ils provenance. 0. dwyeri dlso
aceurs in similar habitats from south-
ern Queensland through New South
Wales,
Denisonia brevicawda Mitchell, 1951,
Mitchell's Short-tailed Snake.

This species has o similar head
shape and pattern o D dwyeri, and
can be best separated from 1t hy the

different habital, Originally describeg
as a subspecies of D, nigrostriaw, .
long-tailed species from: norh-castey
Australia, these species can be readily
separuted from one another by (h
length of the tail, which in 1), brey.
canda has 23-29 subcaudals (Mitche),
1951) as against 50-64  (Boulenger,
I896) D nigrostrivia,
Distribution: The warmer drier g
in the north-west of the Stale, froy
the Little Desert northwards to fhe
Murray River. It also oceurs in the
adjacent areas of South Australia,

Acknowledeenient: 1 thank My p
A. Rawlinson of Latrobe Universily
for offering construcnive advice

Rurprisees
Boulenger, G. A,, 1896, Cal. Snakes iy
the Bringh Muscum 3. 345-4.
Krefft, G, 1869 Snukes of Australiy
70

Mitchell, . I 1951, Ree. S.4. Mui,

9; 550-1.

Rawlinson, P. A l‘l71. Victorian Year
Book, 85

Worrell, E.. l"56A Au.\l. Zool, 12; 2025,

. Worrell, E.. 1963, Reptles of Australia:
durk  yertebral stripe as well a8 4 135-f,
Penguins

by Myraswy Brapnin

Lhose funny little men in evening
suits!  Everybody  loves  penguins.
Ihere are about cighteen varieties of
penguins, depending on how some of
the variations are classified, ranging
from the huge Emperors, standing
48 inches high, o our own 14 inch
Fuines, properly known as Northem
Blues, Not all penguins are black and
white; Emperors and Kings have a
lot of yellow and gold, some have
wreyish or bluish feathers, and muny

306

have crests of various sizes, shapes
and calours. Nearly all chicks are
brownish or greyish.

Penguing are not, as many people
think, degenerate birds thul have lost
the art of fying, but are amongst
the most highly specialised of our
fauna, and arc perfectly adapted to
the arduous conditions under which
most of them breed. They spend mos!
of their time at sea and have very
powerful pectoral muscles and stiong
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